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' , Reading Stories in the Classroom

For many peoble, the phrase "learning to read” conjures up an image of
a group'of little children who are.sitting in a circle-on tiny chairs.

They are taking turns reading out loud from a' book of stories about

children much like themselves. :In a similar way,-the ohrase "reading:to a-
child” invokes an imagz of a child, on a bed or a lap, and a parent reading

a story to the child. 'Other images pertaining to children and reading that

we create would likely have ‘one strong feature in common with these first

two: the reading’ of ‘stories.

.
1

ﬁeading, even for childrén, is not confined to stories, There are

also poems‘and cereal boxes, street signsland animal books, 1etters and -
instructions for games, arithmetic books and words on TV. But stories seem
somehow central’ to tnevway we think about learning to read. They certainly
play a major role in‘formaf reading instruction. If we want'to understand

reading and learning to read better, it is essential to think about the .

part played by stories. “We need to know what stories really" are, what it

takes to-understand a story, and what can be done to facilitate story

~

understanding. We also need to see how story reading relates to other

kinds of reading. ' - ‘
Returning for'a moment to.the sorts of images alluded to. above, we

find, along with the visual portrayal of story reading, a set of ‘tacit

assumptions about stories: that a story is a natural thing to read, that d

it is a recounting of exciting events, that stories are easy to read, that

story understanding is similar for children and adults, that story )

.
]
(&)

.’
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'undérsténding does not need to be (and perhaps cannot be taught), that the

form but not the'éontént of children's étories is similar to that of ‘the

stories adults read, and that stories are a.good préparation for other

N

reading.

. There is soéme truth in each of these assumptions, but also ways in

‘ Ry - ]

" which each conflicts with research findings. . If we are to have the best
. Pa

. possible reading programs, we need to understand stories better. 'In this

paper, we will explore current: research on stories, story understandiﬁg,

and the teaching of stdry'uhderstanding to see the implications for reading
‘ o . A ?

programs.

'S

.

‘ * Stories )

: f
In a discussion of the treatment of graphic signals in basal reader

manuals, Durkin (1981) points out that the stories 'given to beginning

é

readers require them to understand a'set of tomplex graphic signals; such

”

as quotation marks, at the very outset of their reading careers. This

observation calls into question the oft-made assumption that stories are

good for the beginner- because they are simple and hence, "easy to read. But
[ e’

suppose that these graphic signals were no impediment to reading. Would a

story then be the simple form that it is often taken to be? ‘A panoply of

[y

z

recent reéearch suggests just the opposite: Qnderstanding an apparenély
simple children's story can demand sophisticated knowledge of concepts,
social life, and literary forms.
Results of recent natiéna1¢surveys'of children'sireading énd vriting

ckills (NAEP, 1981a, 1981b) show that our schools have not been fully

successful at helping children. learn either to comprehend or to appreciate

-4
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the cowplexities of the literature they are expected to read. Although

there may be'many reasons for the problems revealed by the NAEP data, an\

'insufficient appreciation of the nature of stories and'the'demands of story

AY
nderstanding is likely to be a contributing factor. A betterc

understanding would certainly help in formulating strategies~for teaching
A} N / . .

In order to ‘obtain an overview of research results on stories, one o

N

g might look at research on schemata in reading (e.g., Rumelhart, 1980a),

metacognition (e.g., Brown & Smiley, -1977), inference (e. g., Collins,
Brown, & Larkin, 980), hypothesis formation (e.g., Bruce & Rubin, 1981),
text comprehension models (e.g.,‘Kintsch & van Dijk 1978), social plans’
(e.g., Newman, 1980), story schemas (e.ge, Applebee, 1978; Mandler, 1978),
affect in stories (e.g., Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981), background knowledge

(e. g., Adams & Bruce, 19&;), rhetochal strurtures (e.g., Booth, 1961

”Chatman, 1978), the author-reader relationship (e. g., Bruce, 1981), and

N .
literary response (Rosenblatt, 1978). A review of these works would be

only a sketch of the volumes now written on stories. In order to
h A} 1 1
appreciate the commonrthemes‘in these works as.well as the areas of

controversy, one neeHs‘to'be immersed in the specific areas of discussion.
: N . . .

But, .by means of a'simple Gedanken experiment, we can perhaps develop a

N N

sense of what has beqn learned. _:.

) L - - o

For this.experiment, we are going to see several versions of

essentially the same story. The differences between the versions

S ' ' N
demonstrate some of the essential elements of stories. In order for the,
experiment to work, yocu need to keep in' mind the salient features of each'

/

[\
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, *
version, and‘also to be patienﬁ: The eérly”versions may seem 1ik§jword_

|
i

salad. . . ' 5 .
- . ¢ .

What is a story, -anyway? - Thig question, which might seem rather.

simple, has generated considerdblé research Interest (Black & Wilenéky,

’

1979; Frisph & Perlis, 1981; Mandler & Joﬁpson, 1980; Rumelhart, 1980b) in

..the past few years, leading to new theories and empirical work onistory
. ' . . . o - Lo : 1
intuitions (Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1981). Our concern here is not to

[+

attempt to define some minimél criteria for storyhood, but rather to

understand the ingredients that blend together in a story.. We will

highlight some-oﬁ’these By déconstructgﬁgra simple childreh's story:-

. -
, .

looking at it 'in altered forms that reveal something of 4its esi:ence.

The first version of our deconsgructéd'stqry‘is based on the premise

~

that a story is about events, that is, it describes changes in a state of

affairs. Typically, these events are caused by intentional agents and the_'
evént? aré‘significant to them, ﬁheif outcome matters.  Here is a text that
deséiibes some signiﬁicant.bventsvin the lives of a dog, a cat, and;a' ’
moﬁse:.‘ |
. '.Version 1 | ‘ ‘
The dog woke up just in time‘to see the cat crosslthe finish. .
line. He had ‘ teased the caé about being so pokey.
“i get where I'm going as surely ;; YOU do!" sgfd;the cat.

; The mouse suggested they run a race to settle the argument . The

’ [

dog.léy down by the side of the path to take a short nap.
If this text seems incomprehensible or boring, don't wofry;-it should.

Even thouﬁh potentially‘excifiﬁg events are'described-—a race, an‘argumént; :

feasing, and so on, there is a marked lack of coherence. It is'difficult

- [y
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to track the prder.in wﬁich.tﬁe events occurred. Studies fBaker, 1978;
Mandler, 1978; Stein &~NeZWOrski,'l978; Thorﬁdyke, 1977) that have
manipuiated the order of events in narratives 1ike this have shown that
narratives are generally easier to coﬁprehénq and to recail 1eter on if the

]

order in which events are described” matches. their true order (in the:world

v

created bf the nerrative). Thus,.Versioq l's problems are at least. partly
attributable to a scrambling of the sentence order.

Al

Let's fix Version 1, then. Reordering the sebtences, we get Version

2. ’
Version 2

The dog teased the cat about being so.pokey.

"I get where I'm going asisurelz as YOU do!” saié the cat.

The mouse suggested they run a race to settie the argument . The
dog iey down by the side of the path to take a short nap. He woke up
just in time’to see the cat cross\the finish line. -

Here,.events begin to make more sense., We see teasing as part of an
argument that leads to a race. Although a readability formula (Bruce,
'Rubin; & Starr, 19@1; Dabison“& Kantor, 1982) would assign the same rating
‘to Versions 1 and 2, most people would feel the second is more readable.
It is also easier to remember and--it is beginning to look 1ike a story.

But Version 2 still ivas problems. It seems incomplete. It's not
clear why events happened. Our discomfort arises from the.fact that Qe
interpret eveénts using plen schemas (Brece,.19893,b; Cohen & Perrault,
1979; Brewer & Lichtensﬁein, 1981), yet Version 2 gives us only a glimﬁse

ol the characters' underlying plans. Missing events need to be inferred,
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and the reader’ does not know enough about the charactérs' Beliefs‘and goals

"to make these infefgnces.

.

Version 3 is more compleEe (added words are underlined):

A

.Vqrsion 3

The dog teased cthe cat about being so pokey. But the dog lost

this race, ‘ .
-1 get where I'm going.FASTER," said the dog.
. . ‘ N - [l ¢
"The mouse suggested they run a race to settle.the argument.
) .

’

"I'11 race you and I'1l1l WIN!" the cat said.

.

The race had hardly begun before the dog was out of sight. He
- 7T

lay do&ﬁ by the side of the‘path to take a short nap. 'The cat képt

"' plodding éloleAalong. The dog woke up just in time to see the cat
. cross the finlsh line. ) J

"We-now see a real argument and how éé race serves to settle it. The

3

‘point of the story begins to become clear. From a purely cognitive view,

.

Version;3 is improved: It is eaéier to comprehend and remember. But like

’

the ﬁwo previous versions, Version 3 is unsatisfying. Among other things,

1

pense, surprise, or curiosity. Brewer and

it -fails to generate 59

Lichtenstein (1982'/ﬁave shown that the preéence of these féatures is
. . R 1 ¥

necessary for tife intuitive feeling that a narrative is in fact a story.

Whateveréjgﬁ ense.might have been created in Version 3 is lost when the ‘

second

ntence informs us about the final:-outcome.

fnimal suspense story (Version 4): ' . ¢

1
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Version 4 -

The dog teased the cat about being so pokgy.

&

"1 get where I'm going as surely as YOU do!" said the cat.
. . i .

13

“But T get where I’m going FASTER,” said the dog.

LU

The mouse suggested.they run a race to settle the argument.

"1'11 race you and I'l1l WIN!"-the cat said.
The race had hardly begun before the Speedy dog Wwas out of sight.
He lay down by the side of the path to take a short nap. The cat kept

plodding slowly'along;' The dog woke up just in time to see the cat

. - . I ‘
cross the finish 1jine and win the race. ’

.

Highlighting the dog's speediness agd.not reyealing'thénrace winnef

until the end gives an elemént of surprise to the final outcome. In

)

additii;/’we can feel at least a little suspense about the argument and the

race. &For the first time, we have something that might qualify as a story.

~
—

Bdt, putting it kindlyJ-Version 4 is a weak stofy. Although it quélifies

-
~ .

as a story on technical grounds, it is unlikely that many readers would

care about the characters or who wins the race.. There is.alvague suspicion
that the point ‘of the story is just out of reach. ' o

‘Ohe reason fqp our discomfort.with Version 4.1ig that it is difficult
Eo attach it to tﬁe knowledge we have. prior to reading. Compreﬁension is a
creative process in which a reader constructs new meaning out of old (seé
Adams & Brucé, 1982). Texts function aslblueprigts; org more typically,~as
artists" sketches, that guide, inspire, and cdﬁstrainlthe.reader"s creative
process, but ‘never determine it. In the case of our example text,'the‘

sketch is too spare; it fails to stimulate.the vast reservoir of, knowledge -

| v
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that every reader has about animals and races:, and thus creates a feeling

of pointlessness 'to the enterprise. -« . . -

! ! . (‘ . '
But even in the face of texts as 'empty as this one a reader can’

sometimes ‘make meaning. Many readers of Versions 1-4 have no doubt caught
N S [ '

the semblancé.qf a familiar story that aoeéimake more sense. Changing the
dog into a:hare, thevcat into a tortoise, 'and the mouse into a fox we get

this version of Aesop's "The Hare and the Tortoise”: .
\ .

Vefsion 5 )

TheEhgzg ﬁegsed the targoise'about being so pokey. B
"1 get wheré I'm going as“sﬁéely as YOU do!" said the tortoiséi
"But I géﬁ where I'm going FASTER," said the Eggg. |
The ggz_su#gested they run a race'to settle the afgument.
"I'11 race yoﬁ and "I'11 WIN!" the tortois®e said.

The race had hardly begun before the speedy hare was out of

O v,

sight. He lay down by the side of the path to take a short nap. The

/
¢

»tbrtoise kept walking. slowly along. The Hare woke up just in timeto
see the tortoise cross the finish'line and win the race.

More has changed between Versions 5 and 4 than just the characters'

namééi Whereas before we were réading about three familiar bﬁt

undistinctive animals, we now have characters whose features enhance the
‘ : N -
constxuction of meaning. One would never expect a hare

[

to 1osé a race to a
tortoise, at least not in real life. In the world of fables, oé course,
there can be surprises.

The simple éhange'of names has linked the pfqviously.impotgnt story_

into two immensely powerful sources of knowledge-—-our knowiedge of the real

) : ‘ C

b~
g’
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world,'and oar knowledge of stories. The first opens up n realm of

concepts and relationships among concepts far richer than anything directly
inferable from our simple.text. Knowing how fast a hare can be and how

N

slow a tortoise is is incomparably more useful for the construction of

meaning than any literally conveyed message such as."the:speedy dog.".n
. . q . . M . B
'Similarly, the cleverness of foxes 'makes ‘a fox more believable as the one-

N . ' . RN
who would suggest*a resolution to an argument. Certainly one would not

‘expect a mouse to be telling a dog and a cat what to do. When a story
T ES S

works for a réader it is parﬁly because associationg such as these are
tapped by the author's choice of words. : . )

The second source of knowledge 11nked to by the- name change is story
LY \ .
. knowledge. For both Versions 4 and 5, thevreader has to step outside of
. , SN

‘ordinary reality_to nake“sénse of what is being said, that is, to accept

that animals talk as people.do. But Version 5 invokes story knowledge in a

more preciSe way . Haresgln-stories'are often impulsive, bold, and not
especially bright (Peter Rabbit and Benjamin Bunny, Bugs Bunny, Huge

Harold, the® Velveteen Rabbit, the rabbits in the Jatenship Down warrens) .

Foxes are not only clever, but often manipuldtive as well (the fox in "The

-
'

Fox and the'Rooster"). These'concepts<and others-make the reader's

construction of meaning far richer than a simple story would suggest .

Version 5 works as a story better than the previous versions because
1t describes events gn a coherent order, hecause it describeq enough for

the reader to fill out the plan schemas, because it is organized to create
" ) . .
suspense and .surprise, and hecause it sitdates the story in a rich

environment, K of real world and story knowledge. What Version 5 lacks is
' , . A} ' . ‘

engagement . We are not engaged with the characters hecause we do not know
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what they are thinking or feeling. The tekt is toofshort to allow us.to
infer much ah;ut them. We are ﬁ%t engaged with the author, either. There

» ¢

is no ostensible purpose to the text and little sense of style. It is
difficult to say what the author feels or wants us to. feel about the

‘ characters,sthe race, or the story. Finally, we are not engaged with the

story itself. There is little reason to expend energy trying'ta combrehend

details or to think' about its meaning for our lives. An unengaging story
like this may satisfy other goals bht'dltimately it fails to do what
. . . e ' . r . . . ~

stories are subposed to do.

,
. <
L]

To fix Version 5 we will go to the original text (Kent, 1974):
Version 6 |

The Hare’and the Tortoise"

.
« el o N

- *' The hare teased the.to:toise about being so pokey.

,

i get where I'm going as surely as YOU do! said the tortoise.
"But T -get where I'u zoing FASTER," said the hare.
The fox suggested they run a race to settle the  argument . The

J

hare laughed so hard at the idea that it made the tortoise angry.

“I1'1]l race you and 1'1ll WIN!" the tortoiae said.

The race had hardly begun before the specedy hare was out of

' ! ' ' !

sight; The' are was so sure of himself that'he lav down by the side

of the path to take a short nap. The tortoise kept plodding slowly

along. The hare woke up just in time to sec the tortoise cross the
b
finish 1line and win the race., IR

SLOW AND STEADY WINS THE RACE.

'

i

é"\' ‘o v
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. With only/a couple of‘senteﬁcgsvaddéavto relate the thoughts and

JEEE .
1

feelings of the hare and. the tortoise, their actions become more sensible

and believable., The inside !152 (Bru;é, 1982;§§teinberg & Bruce,- 1980)
affardéd by these séptencéé epribhes the meaning attached to théimore
externally observable events. The finfl_sentenpe édded_is the familiar
moral, "Slow and steady’wins’the race.” Tﬁe'author now gives-us aﬁ inside

view of himself. (I; seems to be a cﬁaracteristic of fables, to make the

narrative portion relatively author-less, so that the weader can focus
- N ) /

<

first on the specific instance and then on its’gehéralization in the .

moral.) The moral lets us know what the author thinks and what he Intends

Ehe point of the story to be.

Version 6 is, of course, not the perfect story, but it will ‘serve as

the ;nd point Eor our little experiment. it (with aécompanying
il%ustfa;i§ns)fis a ?epresentétive story written }or beéinning-reédérs. It
relates goal-di?eé;e% event sequences in aggoherent and relatiVely'éompleté
form. , Moreover, it'hses'a ;tructure that enhances éuspgnse ﬁnd sufprisé; &
it inQiteé_the.reader toISi:uate the story in a rich” environment bf :éal
wofld ana story know1$dge; and.it makes the characters co@e‘alivebby
allowing insigﬁt into';heir thoughts'and‘féélingé. Finally, it becomes

what every story ‘must be-—a communication with a purpose between an_author

and a reader (see Bruce, 1981). °

Story Undérstandiﬁg ' v ,}

Comparisons of the Qifferent‘versions of "The Hare aﬁg/;hé Tortoise”

that were presented in the previcus section can tell us something about

" what differentiates a‘story from another kind of text. They can also

. 1 . . R [
.

a N _13'4 L
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]

iﬁ?brm us about what it takes to corprehend; each improvement in the text

_points to a skiii the reader needs to make sense of any story. Thus, it

k4

should be clear that to read and comprehend a story, even one as simple as

"The Haye and the Tortoise,

\

These include knowledge of events,»pldﬁs, stofy structures, real world

the reader needs many sorts of knowledge.
. b

“ creatures, stoéy world tharacters, and‘the Thetorical devices that writers
‘employ such as inéiae;view and aythor commentary. /Ihig is in addiﬁioq{to
Fhe Basic graphemic, lexical, syntactic, and seméntic knowledge needed to

* read a sipgle_phfase. - ¢ |

And yet, despite the-iﬁmense cogniti&e task implied by the need totﬂ
have and,;se diQerse sorts of knowledge, people-do learn éo~read. Fé;
somé, réading.qome; eafiy and seems to progréss dfamatically,levgﬁ»without

formal instruction. For.others,'learning to read is much more difficult.

~ Vs

In order to make senge of the phenomenon of 1gar§ing to reaa, we nesd to -
1o§k at story querstanding more’ directly. .'T \

P;idr reseérch on\eérly story understanding has been inconclusive.
Some studi%?.(Adams & Bfuce, 1982; Mandler, écribner{ Cole, & Deforest,
1980) point to the substantial abili;ig§ y0unghchiidreﬁ possess for
understanding stories. Green and Laff ({980), for example, have‘shown that
children aéﬂyqung as five are sensitive to subtlesstylistic variations, and
are able toﬂdistingﬁish,-foi instance, between the rhymed conlets of
Virginia Kahl and those of Dr. Seu§§.  Brewér and Hay (Note 1) have fand
that tﬁree—year-blds cbuld, upoh'heéring'a gtoyy, make acqurate-judgmenks

. about characteristics of the narrator of the story.
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On the other hand, numerous studies have highlighted,developmental

differences in story comprehension (McConaughy, Fitzhenry-Coor, & Howell,

in press; Sedlak, 1974; Stéin & Glenn, 1979). One general finding is that

adults seen_better at understanding events in psychological, rather than in
pureiy physical, terms. Thus, there is a bit of a conflict between one
line of research that surprises us with portrayals of the remarkablel
eognitive capacities oi young_children:and another that continues to
elucidate things thcse same children cannot do.

A parallel conflict can be seen inrresearch on the effect of,oulturali

differences on early story understanding (see Brewer & Hay, Note 2).

Kintsch and Greene (1978) presented evidence ‘that, for undergraduates in

" Colorado, native Alaskan narratives w$re more difficult to summarize or to

recall than more culturally~familiar stories. Steffensen, Jog-dev, and

Anderson (1978) showed a similar effect for descrintions of ‘wedding

ceremonies in India and the United States that were read : by students in

N

each country. On the other hand, Mandler et al. (1980) found few '’

differences in the-patterns of recall when they had Americans and Liberians

[y

read Western and.Liberian folk tales; they'donoluded that the structure of

folk tales may be a cultural universal. '

It isbnot possible at this time to resolve these conflicts . One
reason is that we have only 1imited models of the process of story
understanding (but see Bruce & Rubin, 1981; Collins; Brown, & Larkin,
1980). Another is that our theories of story and discourse are inadequate

(although, again there are promising ‘attempts to develop these theories

further——-Brewer & Lichtenstein,.1982; Bruce, 19813 Chatmam, 1978) A third
. A . § .

5

" reason is that research thus far has generally, focused on questions of the

\

15
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form: “Can peopie of group X do Y?" rather than on delineating exactly
what a person has done in the act of comprehending. It is this last issue

—

that we will examine here.
-Following'the patterniof the prgvious section, we will cafry'qut a
little experimept, by 1ookihg at various texts. The exercise will prove
.nothing, of course, but should be more informative than a conventional
presentation. There is 6ne important qifferepce bethen the texts.of .this

section and those of the previous section: Here, the texts are prose ‘\

renditions of a reader's construttéd meaning. The reader's representation

is éurely not in English prose form.
The examples .are derived from Newman.(1980). Newman wanted to be able
to describe in detéil, and tﬁus, account for, differences aﬁoég readers in
the comprehension,of ;imple stofies. For"him the stories were i; the form
of muppet skits, which differ in many'ways from texts. For one thing, the

2

presentation of inside view is cumbersome at best in a skit. However, the

-issue of concern h;fe is not affectéd by the presentation mode (see Bruce &
Newman, 1978, for a similar analysis of story reading) .

The skits were taken from Sesaﬁe Street; ail featured Bert and Erpie.
Using various methods (probe qdestiong, recall, re—enactments)), Newman
uncov?red striking differences in subjects’' understahdings of thé skits .
Full explication of the differences requiréd development of a théory about
perspective taking énd sqgiai‘interaction that is—Beyond the scépe of.this
paper. Ve cah, hoﬁever, get‘sdme idea of wﬁat Newman did byvreformulating

his.formal account as a\narrative. For this purpose, we will focus on one

of the skits, known as “The Cookie Skit."

\

\
\
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In the skit, Bert is about to eat a cookie that he has been saving all
day when Ernie appears. Ernie sees the cookie and decidesg .that he wants

it. He reaches for it, but Bert pulls away, saying,’"Not so fast., This

cookie is for me. Uma".

But Ernie isn't fazed. He begins trying to convince Bert to share the

t

cookie. He argues that if he (Ernie) had the cookie, that he would share

)

it with Bert. ‘ ; o . .

)

Up to this point, subjects' interpretations of the skit éfq basically,

the same. Now, many of the—subjects, especially the older ones, go on.to

think of the story™like this:

Tﬁe Con

Bert thinks Ernie is.lying. In response to Bert's doubts,; Ernie
. o ) .

just grags ghelcookie.‘ He tells Bert that he's going'to prove that'hé
’ wouid share. When Bert objects; Ernie streésés,ﬁhat he‘is just going

to aemonstréte. Sdmehow, Befﬁ is at least partially pgpvincedl fhis

is crucial to Ernie's plan.

Ernié,Asks Bert, as part of fhis déﬁd;stragion, to ask him

(Ernie) if he would share the.cookie with Bert. Tﬁinking that they
are just préteﬁdiﬁg, Bert reluqtantiy asks, "Ernie, would\ybu ;Hape‘
)

thaf cookie with me?""

Ernie responds, "Why'ygs Bert. 1'd be happy to share it with

you.”

Bert: has not only cooperatéd in Erﬁie's aeceptibn,‘he is
beginning to #elieve that Ernie is sincere. . o

Ernie b}eaks the cookie in half, gives half to_Béft and begins

eating the other half as he walks off. Bert .is dumbfounded. He's led

-~

. -
, :
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himself into a ﬁraé”in which Ernie's eating of half the cookie was the
® result of hié own intentional action.
Thus goes. the account - of how Ernie conned Bert. Aftér this, these
subjects, as well as the others, regodnt a little epiloéue:. Ernie returns

and asks Bert if he would Shéfe the remaining half a cookie. Bert scréams.

The "con" account makes this Bert and Ernie skit into an interesting

_story and many subjects clearly demonstrate that they see the interaction

]

as a con. - Such an dccount might be described as the "standard adult "
interpretation.” But, it is not the only way to interpret thebsequence of

events portrayed in the skit’, Many subjects come up with a diffgfent

account: -

The Triek
Bert thinks Ernie‘is lying. In responsé to Bert's doubts, Ernie
. just grabs the cookie: He tells Bert that he's going to prove that he

would shdre. When Bert objects, Ernie stresses that he 1is just going

‘;‘ ‘

to demonstrate. - o .

‘ Ern;e asks Bert, as part of this demonst%étion, tq ask him
. (E:nie).if he would §hare the cookie yiph Bert. Bert re;uctantly
~ asks, "Ernié, would.you shépe that_cookie with me?” B . ' o
3~Ernie responds, "why yes Bert. I'd be happy to shére it with"
you." 7 | | ‘ |
Efﬁie breaks the cookie;iﬁ‘half,;giVes ;élf to ﬁert and begins
eafing“the other half as he walks'off. Bert sees phat”he'g been
tricked into‘giving,half of the cookie toAErnie;'. .

' t ) . & ,
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The evengs are the same, but a trick is not a cun.’ In the con, Ernie
wants to prevent Bert's anger, even make him grateful (for the

demonstration and ‘for having Ernie “share” his cookie). In‘the trick,
Ernie—jnst_nants.thefccchie anéiis niiiing to tishhﬁertfs anger. The
different interpretations generate different narrative recountings, as we

have just seen, but also fundamentally different conceptions about how .

Ernie is using the mutual beliefs (Bruce & Newman, 1978; Cohen & Perraule,

a

1979; Schiffer, 1972) of Ernie and Bert to accomplish his ends. These

conceptians irfluence what is remembered from the text, nhat‘questions can

o \

be answered about it, and what difficulties tne text may hold.

Other subjects who saw .the skit had+yet another interpretation'

The Share ,

Ernie takes the'cookie. Bert objects at first, but Ernie ‘

explains that he is just going.to demonstrate.

e
2

Ernie asks Bert, as part of this demonstration, to ask him

P

. (Ernie) if he would share. the cookie with Bert. He is teaching Bert

how to share.

N

So Bert asks, "Ernie, would you share that cookie with me?”

Ernie responds, Why yes Bert. I'd be happy to share it with ‘

bl . )

you." -
.- ' Ernie breaks the cookie in half, giveés half to Bert and begins

eating the other half as he walks off.
~This "share” interpretation accounts for the same events but it isA

radically‘unlike the trick or the con. Again, the interpretation affects

‘comprehension and manory. Subjects with this interpretation answer
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questions differently. When asked why Bert was upset, some said that it

was Because Ernie togk the larger half of ‘the cookie!

Y ‘
[

Anaf&éis of the éookie skit interpretations suggests a number of .

_ conclusions about story understanding that'pertain to the issues raised

earlier in this section. Even the youngest children's interpretations

Y N

reflect complex .analyses of the events, goals, plans, mutual beliefs, and

social interactions portrayed in the skit. At the same time, there are now

theoretically based accounts for the observed developmental differences.

}

Thus, there are many levels of understanding, none of which could be called
° v : ) ‘
yz
' The ‘analysis also highlights the crucial role that background
fnformation can play in constructing these interpretations. One useful

e i

‘ piece of information, for{exampf , 1Is that Ernie typically resgrté to cons

. in his interactions with Bert. The dependence of an elaborate model ef an

N

}nteractién on gne or two assumptions, e.g., that Ernie does not want Bert

to be angrf, suggests the notion of 'critical beliefs (Bruce,l1980a). These

] v
are beliefs that can trigger a massive reformulation of a reader's

interpretation.' Research. is needed to definé:precisely how.such beliefs

-~

, operate to influence model Building'in reading. B ‘u.

[ ) . “-ﬁ

In suh; the work of Newman and many others shows‘story understanding
to be a progess”that goes far beyond the text as given. The cognitiVéﬂx
/ . . . s

processing of young readers is more.elaborate'than one'might first suppose,
. ' : ] " , L

‘and fortunately so, for the'stories given to young readers demand more than

one might first supﬁose. Readers form hypotheses to-account for what‘they

[

"read on the basis of the text at hand and on diverse sources of other

Vi A}
' ) -
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information. They integrate this knowledge into structures that have

profound effects on their compreaension of or memory for text. These

frowerful structures are nevertheless fragile, being sensitive to the :

Teffects'of newkinformation; Above all, reading"is"a éulcufairﬁrocagg"tﬁat"“

reflects cultural beliefs, assumptions, and values of the reader and the

’
.

.author seen(through the text.

Teaching Story Understanding

I1f nothing elsé, research on stories has heightened our awareness of
! P B \ ) . N

the complexity and variety of stories as a type of text. Research on story

understanding has performed a similarcgeivice. When we come to consider
the teaching of story comprehensiongor the use of story reading within the
larger curriculum, one inescapable conclusion emerges: There can be no
simple prescription regarding stories and reading. 'Instead,'our developing
understanding of stories has .to- become part of the discussions concerning a |
wide range of difficult issues. Among these are the response to cultural
variation among students, text selection, comprehension instruction, and

thé relation of story reading to other kinds of. reading.

L
’ ”

" Cultural Variation

Despite the efforts of many educational programs focused.specifically

.

on the needs of economically disadvantaged children, it remains *true thatn_~

_most American“Schools still failﬁto serve these children adequately.

Compounding the economic, political, and social reasons for this failure is
~—

the fact that many of the econ0mically disadvantaged inhabit a world with a
language, social structure, history, and set of valuesudifferent from those

represented by the schools.. And, intentionally or not, the school system

Mo .
T .
Py - ' o
i oo P N, oL . L S PR
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has often turned cultural differences into “culpurél disadvantages” or

“cultural deficits.”

'

One arena in which to view the consequences of cultural differences in
) . N ' .

education is that of story reading. Differences among readers in both

their literary and their general cultural experiences may influence what

they are able to éomprehend in a story (see Bartlett, 1932; Bohannan, 1975;

Kintsch & Greene, 1978; Steffensen, Jog-dev, & Anderson, 1978)., These

differences may also affect a reader's enjoyment- of stories, which in
<

-

turn

’

affects comprehension (Asher, 1978; Asher, Hymel, & Wigfield,'l9?6{ Asher &
Markell, 1974). Responding to,Culkural differences thus seehs essantial, :
either by making‘usé of stories that are more sensible to particular |
childreﬁ, or by giving aid to‘éhildren in bridging the gap from"théir éwn

experiences 'to those recogntéd.in stories (see Simpkins & Simpkins, 1981).
. - P )
“The task is not an easy one. Not that much is known about what
. , ') . . i r. '
characteristics of stories are universal (Asher, 1978; Brewer & Hay, Note

Y

1), or what effects unfamiliar stories have on readers. On the other hand,
recent work on narrative structures in.the.oral and written traditions of

various non-mainstream cultures,.e.g., Athabaskan stories (Scollon &

Scollon, 1980), Black folk tales and oral narratives (Labov, 1973;

Smitherman, 1977), aqd'thaiian talk stories (Watson—Gegeo & Boggs, 1977)
. has showh majbr differences in style that are not reflected in children's

‘basa& readers (Bruce, 1982). Yery little work has been done to .determide

what could be done to make stories more relevant to these and other non—
) . . . Y

_mainstream children. o : ' ' o N
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Teaching about'stories‘raises the cultural difference issue in @nother
way. Recent classroom ethnography studies (e.g., Trueba, Guthrie, & Au,
11981) have shown that talking about stories is as much a culturally
condi&ioned acqivity as is reading them. And, of course, the two
activities intéract. For example, if actions of a character.are not well
motivated with‘respect~to a pafticular sub-Culéure then discussion of that
character in a culturally.éwkward way may exacerbate a reader's
comprehension difficulties. . ' .
There have been attempts-to restructure classroom social organiiaqions

’

to accommodate known cultural differences. Au and Jordan (1981), for
éxample: have reported dramatic results at the ‘Kamehameha Early Education
Project (KEEP) in teaching Hawéiiag children to read. By devising a
.cla;;room pértibipation structure ;hat rese&bles,thelHawaiian'talk story,
the KEEP program allows éhildten to make use of their prior language aéd
cognitive abilities while still fulfilling the school's ageﬁda of teaching

reading. - . ' . ‘

Text Selection ° ,

The -problem of selecting texts for children is complex, Who, after

all, should do the selecting? Publishers? Reading specialists? Teachers?
¢ 7 - v . B . . ' . K

Librarians? - Parents? Or the children themselves? Many partles are.

necessarily involved in chdbsing bodks, and their goals may not always

,coincide. Moreover, the areas of concern are varied, including difficulty,
‘ - N ~ . : B . -

interestingness, variety, and instructiveress, and are often irreconcilable

(see Bruce, 1982). Worse, as” we know from story research, what a story is

for one child may not be what it is for another. .difficulty, for example,

>
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is a function of the reader's interests and prior reading ckpcrienceﬂ as
welllas‘of the text itself (Gilliland, 1972). . ‘ ' ) .
‘Another problem 'is that the effects of prior instruction cannot be

separated from the effects of cultural learning processes or possible

developmental changes. For example, Spiegel and Whaley (Note 3) found that
N : L '

[

‘o .
the types of conflict and the patterns of conflict resolution'found in
stories written by children were similar to those reported previously

(Steinberg & Bruce, 1980) fqr stories-written for children. Furthermore,
better reaners”tended to use conflict patterns in their storieé that were

o

more adult-like. One interpretation of these results would lead to the ,

conclusion that the stories ginen to children are entirely appropriate, .

2

since what they read‘matches what they write. Spiegel and Whaléy, on the
other hand, interpret the results causatively: The stories children are

given to read determine, or at least influence,itheir conception of what a

Vi

story should be. In order to resolve these conflicting interpretations, we
need to know more about where (reading in school, reading at home, oral’

story—té}ling, etc.) and when a child's ability to understand stories

13
.
! S
A

These problems make it unlikely ‘that any simple approach to the text

selection issue will work. Thereare, however, research results that give

" some guidance. One rather solid finding is'that “simplification” of a text

does not always simplify it (Bruce Rubin, & Starr, 1981 Davison, Kantor,
Hannah Hermon, Lutz, & Salzillo, 1980 Davison, Lutz, & Roalef 1981;

Davison & Kantor, 1982). In particular, rewriting a text to conform to a -

."reEdability formula often creates more problems tnen it solves. 'Even
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golection of already written texts in terms of slmplicley is rinky.

\ . .
Certainly, classification of texts to the first or second decimal point of

’

grade level (e.g., prade 3.49) 1is miﬂguided.Q‘Théru 1n no substitute for

\

testing a éekt w{tgmthe population (defined by ethnic group, age, etc.) for
which it 1§ intended. : - .

 Thef; 1$tﬂlso emerging now a better picturé of the relationship
ﬁetweéa_éﬁildren's.stories in basal readers nﬁd trade books and the atories

these children-are .cxpected to read later in school or later in life. What
] .

'

we see are major differences among reading series, betwecn lower and upper
elementary school texts, between basal readers and trade books, and between

children's books and adult books. ,
An illustrative sampleiof the analyses that have been carried out to

make these comparisons is shown in Table 1 (see also Bruce, 1982). The

table reports the assignment of various groups of texts’'to.one of four
categories of point of view. Each category is somewhat heterogeneous.
(Booth, 1961, presents a convincing case that this is inevitable for any

-simple rhetorigal c}aéSification scheme.) Nevertheless, the scheme used

for Table 1 does reveal some interesting oyeréll patterns across type agd

.

target age level of the stories. - ‘;

The first point of ‘view type comprises thq'harrator-less'stories.

These stories are'told'predominantly in the third person. There is no

identifiable narrator apart from the implied author. Moreover, although

the story may follow one character about, it gives at most a min mal

glimpse into that or ,any other character”s thoughts' and feelings. Sir '

-
.

Walter Scott's Ivanhoe is an example of,a narrator-less story:. (The

narrétor-less type, of story coqfesponds.roughly to the "objective” type, or ’
: . , .

.
9

’ . . o/

(% o ) 13;)'
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the “omninetent” type with Hmtted fostde view fu earller clanstffcation
nchemes (Pervine, 1966), The categorties used here are more compatible with
recent rhetorteal structure research,)

The cupapged nartator type of story {s told in first person by a

char. cter who Is engaged -in the actionn he or she deneribes, All Quiet on

the W tern Front by Erich Maria Remarque Is a good example. The in-effect

)

nare v otype Ly intermediate between the first two types. Although told °
N . e *

tn tl ¢ orson, much of the story is seen through the thoughts and v

’

" feelings of one choracter. The effect {s much like that of the engaged

narrator story even though the syntax is technically third person. Saul
Bellow's Mr. Sammler's Planet is a good example. '
)

Many texts cannot be forced into any of these categories. For

example, Doris Lessing's Briefing for E'Deécent into Hell uses long

letters, shifting inside view, removed arld engaged marration, and other
oo » ,
complex rhetorical devices to tell the story. Texts such as this must be

placed in the otherycategory. Also included in' the other catégory are
4 hY "

stories with an unengaged narrator, i.e., sEoriés told in first persdn by a

L3N

3

character not engaged in the action.

. R Y . . o
Table 1 shows that in three best selling basal;;eader series the
. ' . { ’

narrator-less stories predominate in the early grades: from 83.3% to 96.7%
<

*

of the stories are of this type. As a result, children see very few of the

' ) - ¥.

-

poiﬁt of view types: they may encounter later on. The type they do-see

.
‘

+ gives the least insight-into characters' thoughts _and ‘feelings. One can

alsd see in Table l'a genéral increase in the percentages of engaged
¢ . {

\ ) -
\ A . N e

narrafo:; in-effect narrator, and other stories -as one moves up in.grade

[

a
Y El
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level or from basals to ;rades., The difference between basals and trades

in grades 1-3 is undoubtedlyfé régult of ﬁhe-efforts éf basal publishers to
control vocabulary and reading level and :to préSent stbries in a systematic
fashion.‘ These resuits sgow én unintended consequence of their efforts,
th;E is, the 'change in distriﬁution of point of view types. Bruée.(1982)
has'detailed‘similar conseqhences f;r types df’confiict.in stories and
inéidg view. One may'deBaEé whethex the distribution found in the basals
is a pfdblem,»bu; it is clear that writing a story to order, altering:pné,

-~

or selecting aceording to a rigid criterion‘will have' numerous

.

3 N - AN
ramifications on diméensions other than those directly addressed.

Teaching Children How to Read Stories

Thus far in this paper ﬁe have discussed stories.-with little gxpricit
P ] .

acknowledgement of the context in which they are read. Even so, we have

.

&

. seen repeatedly how the'reéding of stories is situated in a framework of

the raader’'s experiences and the social context..

-
.

One exaﬁple'of thgs'is how' the cultural match between the reader and

the author'affects the meaning the reader éoﬁ$tructs for a story. Another

o

is the problem of accounting'for what readers can do at a given age or
ability level. For instance: Do good readers or older readefs understand
psychological developments in stories better because they have Simply reéd

;mofé.stOries with high 1nside‘view or psychological cbnfliCts,vor because -

<

"tﬁéy have been taught to think in those terms? Does their hnderétanding

"develop independently of their reading experiences and formal instruction?

A third example of the effect qf social confe;t is_the KEEP_work with
“ . s IR

Hawaiian children: Comprehension of stories is enhanced'whenvbhe'social

o, <, . . . 4
.

[ R ' ,Q::s
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setting in which the stories are read is altered to accord with the

s

reader's expectations. [

One of the most important social settings of reading is the reading

aloud of stories to children (McCormick, 1977). Numerqus studies (e.g.,

i

Chomsky, 1972; burkin, 1966) have shown its valug, whether the reader be a
parent, a teécher,ﬁor a grqndparent; There are surely motivati;nal factors
involved. Children iearn-to think of reading in-a positive w;y,kand they
1garn to value stories. In addition, listening to stor?es may serve a
“cognitive function.by exposing;a cﬁild Lo.the complexity of author-reader
iﬁteractions, plot develépments, and story structure that the gﬁild needs
to understand'to réad.stgries successfully. Our analyses of basal reader

" stories show a lack of diversity in these features. For children whose

-

6h1y reading'is from basals, being read to thus acquires a heightened

¥
S

importance.

H

Finally, there is the classroom as a social setting for reading. Thé

¥

research here is diverse and extensive. One_lihe of work has ‘tried to show
‘how schools perform a function of stratifying people for &ork,(Bo&lés &
Gintis,  1976) and how this stratifying function is effected in the

_classroom,‘évenﬂin the first-grade reading group (McDermott & Aron, 1978).

v

- Other work has searched for specific changes to make in instructional

.

practices that can help children learn to read better %sspite the

- acknowledged econ0mic'and cultufal backdrop. Ohe apﬁroach has focused on

the role of questjions’ in reading. Reynblds,‘Standiford, and Anderson

“

(1978) have shown that when relevant questions are-.inserted in a text,
& .

. -k . - .
readers are better able to answer those or similar questions after reading.

Preshmébly; this happens'because readers focus their attentibn'selectively

. 2s
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.

on the portions of the text that pertain to the questions. Similarly,

Guszak (1972) found that students could answer best the qdestiohs that
teachers asked most often Vin particular, so-called "literal. comprehension”

‘ . v
questions).

K

Studies such as these have encouraged other researchers to explore the

~

pqssibiiity‘of first,-affecting what  is cqmpreheﬁded from a story by

changing the typés of questions that are askea, and second,:getting

-

children to ask questions to themselves as they read. Hansen (19?1), for
EXémple, haé-shOWn that practice in predictiﬁghevents in a story, or

practice in answering questions requiriﬁg inferences, improved éhild:en's

comprehension of stories.

D

I; a félated studf,-Raphéel (1981) de§eloped ;:méthod to help children
answer questions about what'tﬁey>had read. Essentially, she ta;ght
studegts how.to categorizé pogsible answers to a question according to
Pearson and thn;on's (1978) taanomy: -An answer is "right tﬁere"'in-the

text; or it rqqdires the reader to “think and search,"” éombinihg background

. o . ’ .
knowledge with information from various parts of the text; or it has to be

answered “on my own"; i.e., using knowledge not in the text. Pausing to

think about a question.and ifs'possible answers in this wayiimproved“

\

children's question answering abilities.

"Another approach has been to teach children how to look for esSential

féatures of a narrative. Singer and Donlan (1982), for ekample, taught
children to generate story speﬁific questions froq a general story sthema.
For example, the general question, "What is the leading character tfying to

accomplish?” might yield a specific question, such as "Will Charlotte get
- / : . :

25
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the role she wants in the school play?".' Students who generaged their own
qu;stiqns in Ehis‘way were able to comprehend stories betéer.

" These examples are b;t a feonf the attempts to develop.methods to
help children improve their comprehension of stories or their memory for

stories.

Relation 2£_Stq£zﬁReadiﬁg_£2.Other Kinds Qg'Reading

"One theme of this paper is that stor; reading is not a éimple task.
Thgre are many aspects to a stdry—~gvent§: plans, affect—prodhcing ‘
structures, thé cuitural context, and the author—-reader relationship, ;o
name just'a few; These aspects are understood in diffétént ways depending k
on a ¥eader's Cultural(backgtOunJ, age, and previous reading experiences.
Moreover, there‘are man§ kinds of:stories, such that "readingﬂsto}iés; may
have;varied é&nsequénées. Finally, the context.in which s;ory feading |
occurg isAég ;mch a parF of the process as the séory itself.

Similér obsefvééiéﬁgpéépiy to the readiné of other.types of texts (see‘

‘

Bréwer,_1980, for é'téxonomy of genres showing a wide range of contents

¥

and purposes). Story reading caﬁ'bi)yiewed as an actlvity in which active
comprehension skills, including sensi;iVity to the author's purpose, are

developed and made available for other kinds of reading.

Conclusion ‘
Research on the teaéhing of reading has shown that if we can define -

. "‘ . . .
what it is that we want students to learn then we.can usually devise

‘methods to teach it. A numﬁer_of»interesting efforts have‘sh0wn that it is
’ ‘poésible to(téaéh reading comprehension. ‘Unfortunately, less effort has

gone towards defining 'what we want students.to learn. This paper :
o . A

1} N A ’
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represents an attempt toluﬁderstand stories'and story understanding in a
way that faci;itateé def%ping the goals of comprehension instruction. 

A coherent pigture.of stor&ﬁreading is beginﬁing to emerge. vlg shows
a transaction involving a reader and a text. Breaking this transac;ian
into' component ﬁarts‘is ofFen ﬁisleading sincg.itlgbscures ;He process of
meaning construction; it often makes us loék fér the source of the meaning_
in Eﬁe reader or the text alone. The transactioﬁ‘is a cultural event—-it
integrates the culéural background of the reader with thatidf the author
direétly, and\bﬁ\ﬁhe.aufhor through tﬁé characters and their in;eractﬁons.
And, the ;féﬁgacﬁgsh is a product of thg peader's‘éctive comprehension.

Readers gather data, hypothesize, and infer in order to create méaning.

) A ’ .
Jeading emerge some general guidelines for

v

1. We need to understand better t effecﬁs'of'cultural‘diversity,

.diverSe backgrounds. . )
. 2. it is impértanm to provide;heaningful storieé for\children to read
‘;f as goo;_as they ;re éble.
3, Being fead t&, or, in general, participating in'any langua arts
agfiviti;s may be as productive for reading compgehension as
reading itself. . g | ;
4, Reading‘énd respondiﬁgéto'godd literature is a thorough exercise . .

of the basic reading cbmprehénsion skills.,
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5. Simplification of stories 1is not as éasy as it seems and is often
counter~productive.

6. Children can bé taught to pfgdicf,'to ask questions, and in

general to become more actively involved in their reading.
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Table 1

r

Percentages of Stories Told from Different Points of View

Fl

foxt Grow ow o NUEEOT - el Smmerer  Ocher
. ¥ ; :

Gfades 1-3
Basal A 0 9@,7' : 3.3 0 0
Basal B 30 . 93.3 0 o 6.7

Basal C. 30 - - 83.3 : 10.0 6.7 0
Trade " 30 . 63.3 7 26,7 10:0 "0

Grades 4-5 E .

' Basal A o ..20 . 150, 15.0 . 5.0 5.0
Basal B .20 " 65.0 15.0 0.0 0
Basal C 20 75.0 15.0 10.0 . 0
Trade 20  40.0 35.0 ;@o.o 5.0

© Adult X .50 - .26.0° © 28.0 30,0 116.0
7 R
‘ I
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